Researching crime and justice: Tales from the field & Conducting law and society research: Reflections on methods and practices [Book reviews] by Richards, Kelly & Bartels, Lorana
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Richards, Kelly & Bartels, Lorana (2012) Researching crime and justice:
Tales from the field by Louise Westmarland and Conducting law and soci-
ety research: Reflections on methods and practices by Simon Halliday and
Patrick Schmidt. The British Journal of Criminology, 52(5), pp. 1024-1028.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/59173/
c© The authors
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azs030
British Journal of Criminology 52(5): 1024-1028  
 
Book Reviews 
Researching Crime AND Justice: Tales FROM THE Field. By Louise Westmarland (London: Routledge, 
2011, 198pp. ₤24.99 pb) 
Conducting Law AND Society Research: Reflections ON Methods AND Practices. By Simon Halliday 
AND Patrick Schmidt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009, 288pp. USD$39.95 pb) 
 
Kelly Richards 
Australian National University 
Lorana Bartels 
University of Canberra 
 
It is encouraging to note the recent appearance of methodological textbooks in criminology and 
sociolegal research that move away from abstract ‘how to’ advice towards presenting and exploring 
real-world, lived research experiences. Both Halliday and Schmidt’s (2009) Conducting Law and 
Society Research: Reflections on Methods and Practices and Westmarland’s (2011) Researching 
Crime and Justice: Tales from the Field fall into this category. 
Both texts aim to provide a ‘warts and all’ insight into the realities of conducting research in crime 
and justice. As Westmarland (2011: 5) puts it, her book aims to provide a ‘thought-provoking guide 
to “being there”—smelling fear, sweat, spit, spew and semen—research’. Both Westmarland and 
Halliday and Schmidt have done this by interviewing experienced criminologists and using these 
researchers’ own words to highlight the realities of research that would not be captured in a 
traditional methodological text. These books emerged following discussions about the limitations of 
traditional methodological ‘how to’ texts in preparing researchers for the realities of crime and 
justice research, or, as Westmarland (2011: 16) puts it from ‘numerous discussions about the gap 
between the “realities” of research and the practicalities of finishing (or even starting) a project’. 
Westmarland’s slim and eminently readable text seeks to provide an introduction to research and 
methods in the context of some of the key criminal justice areas, including policing, prisons and 
policy making. The book is set out in seven chapters. The first, ‘Problematising Criminological 
Research’, clarifies that the book is about ‘real’ research, although it is acknowledged that people 
may disagree about what is ‘really real’ (p. 4). In essence, this is seen as meaning research in which 
the researcher ‘was there’ and smelled, heard and felt things, including fear and embarrassment, for 
him-or herself. The questions of how, why, who and what to research are also considered. In doing 
so, Westmarland acknowledges that the answers to such questions may at times be confusing, 
conflicting and equivocal. These tensions are discussed further in Chapter 2, which reviews the age-
old issue of quantitative versus qualitative methods, although Westmarland describes this debate as 
something of a ‘false dichotomy’ (p. 23), before going on to describe some of the strengths and 
weaknesses of each method. In the third chapter, which deals with quantitative methods, a brief and 
simple overview of primary and secondary quantitative data is presented, and the issues with 
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interrogating and critiquing official statistics examined. In particular, Westmarland highlights the 
need for an awareness of the circumstances in which data are collected, which may serve as a useful 
reminder for both novice and seasoned researchers. Chapter 4 describes some of the main 
qualitative methodologies. While none of this is particularly new, the chapter includes examples of 
things that can go wrong with interviews, ranging from technological glitches to hostile interviewees 
or, perhaps even worse, those who ‘agree with everything you say’ (p. 91). This section includes two 
illuminating interviews with Ben Bowling and Laura Piacentini, respectively, on the challenges they 
experienced in gaining access to and conducting research with a Police Commissioner in the 
Caribbean and Russian prison officers. This chapter also amplifies the discussion of mixed-methods 
approaches, with interviews with Sandra Walklate (on fear of crime) and Lynn Hancock (on the 
effects of jury service on citizenship and satisfaction). Chapter 5 is entitled ‘Soft and Semi-Structured 
Research’ and examines two of the issues also explored by contributors to our book (Bartels and 
Richards 2011), namely ethnography and insider/outsider research. Again, these issues are 
presented here by way of candid interviews with two English criminologists, in which they 
demonstrated how they overcame some of the barriers they experienced when ‘real life’ intervened 
and how they were able to ‘divert their path to the proposed end point’ (p. 138). Chapter 6 also 
traverses issues that emerged spontaneously as key themes in our book, namely ethics, emotions, 
politics and danger. We were therefore particularly pleased to see consideration of such topics as 
‘How do politics affect what is research and how it is done?’, ‘What has emotion got to do with 
research?’ and ‘How to manage danger and the research process?’. We will return to these themes 
and consider them in more detail below. The final chapter of Westmarland’s book seeks to discuss 
the analysis of evidence of crime and justice. It presents a brief summary of the views and research 
of the seven criminologists Westmarland interviewed for her book, before moving on to theoretical 
concerns and a ‘short guide to criminological theories’ (p. 176). Although this section is very brief, its 
inclusion seeks to ‘clarify the earlier discussions about choosing research methods’ and demonstrate 
that ‘methods are not decided on in a vacuum’ (p. 178). The chapter then examines some of the 
themes that arose from the interviews in the book, such as power relations and access, and ethics 
and politics. These key themes were identified by the Australian contributors to our book, suggesting 
international parallels in dealing with ‘closed’ criminal justice agencies and increasingly bureaucratic 
university research ethics committees. Westmarland’s book concludes with the perversely 
encouraging message that ‘in “real life” research things may go wrong, but they do so for everyone’ 
(p. 184). In summary, Westmarland’s work presents a useful guide to the emerging criminology 
researcher, as well as providing refreshing insights for more established criminologists. However, it 
does not—nor, one imagines, is it intended to—substitute for researchers’ own personal and 
subjective experience of being in the field, with all the attendant frustrations and exhilarations this 
may bring. 
Like Westmarland’s book, Halliday and Schmidt’s (2009) edited collection, Conducting Law and 
Society Research: Reflections on Methods and Practices, is premised on the belief that, as 
researchers, we often produce sanitized accounts of our research journeys: ‘. . . having made 
mistakes or missed opportunities, scholars learn to paper over those problems with a dispassionate 
voice and a cool recollection of the methodological steps’ (p. 2). Halliday and Schmidt therefore aim 
to illuminate the missteps of researchers’ journeys to better prepare readers for the realities of the 
research process. 
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Halliday and Schmidt’s text is unique in that, rather than authoring the text themselves (as 
Westmarland has done), or inviting authored chapters from researchers (as our own edited 
collection did), Halliday and Schmidt conducted interviews with their contributors, and present 
transcribed versions of these interviews as book chapters. Halliday and Schmidt adopted this 
approach, which they call ‘an academic confessional’ (p. 5), both because they believed researchers 
would more readily agree to an interview rather than to authoring a chapter and in order to capture 
a more informal and conversational tone. Conducting Law and Society Research: Reflections on 
Methods and Practices provides the reader with 20 critical reflections on 20 sociolegal research 
studies, covering a diverse range of topic areas from order in a religious community to the role of 
courts in bringing about social change. 
Like Westmarland, Halliday and Schmidt’s contributors reflect on the use of both qualitative and 
quantitative methods. However, Halliday and Schmidt look beyond the methods usually covered in 
methodological texts (such as surveys, interviews and observation); their contributors also discuss 
documentary analysis, archival research and conversational analysis. The contributors also consider 
data sources often overlooked in more traditional texts, such as the media, judicial opinion, 
biographies and autobiographies, letters, diaries and court records. 
Another unique aspect of Halliday and Schmidt’s text is that, despite its broad relevance to a range 
of disciplines—including sociology, criminology and anthropology—one of its key imagined 
audiences is those who trained as lawyers and, having become ‘frustrated or bored with the limits of 
doctrinal scholarship’ (p. 3), have turned their hand to sociolegal research. As they argue in their 
introduction to the book, members of this group—who studied law at traditional law schools—‘may 
have received no training whatsoever in social science research methods’ (p. 3) and may therefore 
be suffering what they term ‘Methodological Anxiety Syndrome’. Unlike Westmarland’s book, 
therefore, Halliday and Schmidt look broadly at sociolegal research, not all of which relates to the 
criminal law or criminal justice. For example, contributors consider contractual law, litigiousness, 
environmental regulation, workplace rights, divorce lawyers, commercial arbitration and business 
regulation. 
Both Westmarland’s and Halliday and Schmidt’s books showcase lessons learned by very senior 
scholars. Indeed, almost all contributors to Halliday and Schmidt’s text are professors in their 
respective disciplines. The benefit of this approach for less-established scholars or students is 
twofold: readers gain the insights of researchers with many years’ experience and simultaneously 
come to understand that even those who have been most successful in their chosen fields 
sometimes make mistakes or muddle their way through a research project. While relying on the 
reflections of very senior scholars may marginalize the research experiences of emerging scholars, 
this approach also has the benefit of giving the reader an insight into how research methodologies 
(and their application) have changed over time. Carol Greenhouse (Chapter 10), for example, recalls 
that, at the time of her research (the early 1970s), little published material existed to guide her 
fieldwork: ‘. . . there was nothing in print—that this could be the case seems almost incredible now’ 
(p. 106). Geertz’s (1973) seminal text on ‘thick description’ was published while Greenhouse was 
conducting her fieldwork; while she was able to read it only at the end of her fieldwork, ‘it came as 
both a revelation and a relief’ (p. 109). This historical aspect of some of the chapters in Halliday and 
Schmidt’s book makes for rich and interesting reading, particularly for early career researchers like 
ourselves, who take it for granted that methodological guidance will be readily available at all times. 
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Perhaps partly as a consequence of focusing solely on very experienced scholars, the vast majority of 
Halliday and Schmidt’s contributors (22 of 28) are male, and this limits the focus of the text 
somewhat. The female researchers showcased in the book (Patricia Ewick, Dame Hazel Genn, Carol 
Greenhouse, Doreen McBarnet, Sally Engle Merry and Susan Silbey) offer few reflections on any 
influence conducting research in a male-dominated field may have had on their research, perhaps 
primarily because Halliday and Schmidt’s questions did not attempt to elucidate such responses. 
While Halliday and Schmidt’s use of a set of ‘universal questions’ for their contributors makes their 
book’s chapters comparable in some respects, and allows the reader to consider 20 reflections on, 
for example, analysing and writing up fieldwork, their lack of a focus on the characteristics of 
individual researchers (e.g. age, gender) detracts somewhat from their aim of conveying ‘what it 
feels like to be out in the field’ (p. 1, italics in original). Given in particular that some of the female 
researchers featured in the book would have been young and inexperienced researchers at the time 
of the research projects discussed, a focus on the interplay between one’s ‘self’ and one’s research 
would have added texture to this otherwise enlightening and important book. 
Both the emergence of these texts at approximately the same time and the apparent enthusiasm of 
contributors to each volume illustrate the magnitude of the gap that such texts seek to fill, as well as 
the potential contribution they may make towards the methodological literature. 
As might be expected, Westmarland’s and Halliday and Schmidt’s texts share a number of common 
themes, including: the challenges of accessing particular populations such as police; getting past 
criminal justice gatekeepers; the influence ethics and politics can have on research; and the extent 
to which researchers should become ‘insiders’ of the groups they are researching. It is 
simultaneously heartening and dispiriting to discover that the very experienced researchers in 
Westmarland’s and Schmidt and Halliday’s texts experienced similar challenges, particularly in 
relation to gaining access to difficult-to-reach populations and getting past gatekeepers, to a number 
of early career researchers in our own book; as noted above, it will undoubtedly be comforting for 
students and new researchers to realize that such challenges have also been faced by very 
established scholars. 
 
Another key theme that both texts consider in some way is the emotional aspects of conducting 
research on law, crime and justice. Halliday and Schmidt’s contributors highlight the emotional 
demands of the research process in and of itself, irrespective of the topic area under examination. 
For example, reflecting on his study on the implementation of a wage–price freeze, Robert Kagan 
recalls the project as very emotionally demanding, since: 
    . . . when you are in the middle of it and . . . you’re just piling up all this data, you don’t know 
whether it has a coherent intellectual story. . . . The more you know what you’re doing the less 
emotional it becomes. (p. 33) 
The emotional aspects of doing research are clearly varied and wide-ranging. That they are at last 
being identified and discussed is one of the triumphs of both Westmarland’s and Halliday and 
Schmidt’s books. 
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The sometimes serendipitous nature of research, and the importance of capitalizing on unexpected 
opportunities, is also highlighted in both texts. As Westmarland (2011: 100) argues, when an 
unexpected event takes place, ‘it is better to persevere because sometimes the unintended 
consequences turn out to be the most useful way into the problem’. Books such as Westmarland’s 
and Schmidt and Halliday’s make a new and vital contribution by acknowledging—and even 
celebrating—that research does not always go to plan, and encouraging ongoing methodological 
candour about this. 
As one might also expect, there are a number of key differences between the books discussed in this 
review. In addition to those discussed above, it is worth noting that, whereas Halliday and Schmidt 
focus primarily on researchers from the United States, Westmarland’s focus is primarily on 
researchers from the United Kingdom, although, in some instances, contributors reflect on studies 
undertaken in foreign cultures, such as Russia (Piacentini in Westmarland), the Caribbean (Bowling 
in Westmarland) and the Balkans (Hagan in Halliday and Schmidt). Importantly, however, most 
issues that confront sociolegal and/or criminological researchers appear to be relatively global; as 
such, students and scholars alike will benefit from reading each of these complementary texts. In the 
spirit of methodological candour, it is hoped that these texts represent the beginnings of a new 
tradition—one that readers will contribute to as they develop or reflect upon their own research 
endeavours. 
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